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TAKING "THE WAR ON DRUGS" TO THE FIELDS: THE
IMPORTANCE OF AGRICULTURE IN REFORMING
INTERNATIONAL LAW ON THE ILLEGAL DRUG MARKET
Terra Rivera*
INTRODUCTION
The "War on Drugs" has failed. In 2012, there were more than
183,000 drug-related deaths reported worldwide.1 The rate of drug-
trafficking related violence continues to increase by alarming rates, and the
availability of illicit drugs has not been noticeably reduced. In fact, the
supply of certain substances, like opium, has reached record highs.3 The
international illegal drug trade affects every country in the world, and its
dismantling remains an issue of prominent concern. The illicit drug market
is responsible for violence and crime; as well as substantial costs to society
due to addiction, the destabilization of regional political authorities, the
burdening of public health infrastructures, and the overall obstruction of
economic development.4
The leading producers of illegal drugs are poor countries that have few
resources available to effectively combat the ongoing illegal drug trade
network and associated violence.5 The communities of these regions are
unable to offer their indigent populations a viable alternative to growing
the crops used to make substances like opium, heroin, marijuana, and
cocaine.6 These are "areas where isolation and poverty are inherent and
where farmers cultivate illicit drug crops because they are unable to obtain
'Production Editor, KY.J. EQUINE, AGRIC. & NAT. RESOURCES L.; BA. 2011, Northwestern
University;J.D. expected May 2016, University of Kentucky College of Law.
I U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS &CRME, WORLD DRUG REPORT2014, at ix, U.N. Sales No.
E.14.XI.7 (2014) [hereinafter WORLD DRUG REPORT 2014].
2 See id. at ix-xiv.
3
'Afghanistan: UN Officials Urge Reforms, Fight Against Drug Trade to Ensure Country's Security,
UN NEWS CTR. (Dec. 18,2014),
http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewslD=49641#.VLBGEWTF-mN.
4 
LIANA W. ROSEN, CONG. RESEARCH SERV., RL34543, INTERNATIONAL DRUG CONTROL
POLICY: BACKGROUND AND U.S. RESPONSES 6 (2013).
' Chris Humphrey, Narcotics, Economics, and Poverty in the Southern States, WORLD BANK 1
(2003),
http://www.academia.edu/332371/NarcoticsEconomics and Povertyin theSouthern_States.
6 See id.
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sufficient income from legal activities due to lack of markets, conflict,
marginal land and absence of basic infrastructures."7 Agriculture plays a
major role in this cycle. Rural farmers are dependent upon the international
market for crops with which to make their livelihood.8 For many people
around the world, farming is the way of life, and when it is jeopardized by
violence, weather conditions, or falling licit crop prices, farmers turn to
growing illicit crops for which they know there is a high demand and even
higher payout.9 For instance, studies have proven that illicit crop
production increased when maize prices dropped in Mexico, a country
whose agriculture is largely attributable to corn, due to the introduction of
NAFTA in 1994 and during the 2003 drought conditions in the United
States.1"
The world has known about the link between poverty and the
cultivation of illicit crops for years now, but this trend has not faded away."
Third world countries and their indigenous agricultural workers continue
to be the largest suppliers of illicit drugs.12 Cocaine comes from Peru,
Colombia, and Bolivia, opium from mainly Afghanistan and Myanmar,
and marijuana largely from a few countries in North Africa, the Middle
East, and South-West Asia-with those living in poverty overwhelmingly
responsible for the cultivation of these crops.13
Many countries have come together to address this global pandemic
through international agreements and domestic drug policies. The United
Nations has taken on a major role in attempting to permanently decrease
the supply and use of illicit drugs and the problems created by the market
through the creation of the United Nations Commission on Narcotic
Drugs14 and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC).15
Additionally, international treaties, including the 1961 Single Convention
on Narcotic Drugs, 1971 Convention on Psychotropic Substances, and the
7 Alternative Development: Overview, U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS & CRIME,
http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/alternative-development/overview.huil (last visited Jan. 8,2016).
' See id.
9 See id.
" See Oeindrila Dube et al., From Maize to Haze: Agricultural Shocks and the Growth of the
Mexican Drug Sector 6-8 (Ctr. for Global Dev., Working Paper No. 355, Feb. 2014), availabe at
http://www.cgdev.org/sites/defaut/files/maize-haize-agricultural-shocks-growth-mexican-drug-
sector 0.pdf.
II See Anne E. Hurd & Stephen J. Masty, Opium Poppy Cultivation Nangarhar Province
Afghanistan, COUNCIL FOR INT'L DEV. (1991).
'2 See Hurd & Masty, supra note 11.
13 WORLD DRUG REPORT 2014, supra note 1, at x-xi.
" Commission on Narcotic Drugs, U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS & CRIME,
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/commissions/CND/ (last visited Jan. 8,2016).
5 About UNODC, U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS & CRIME,
https'J/www.unodc.org/unodc/en/about-unodc/index.html?ref=menutop (lastvisitedJan. 8,2016).
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1988 Convention Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and
Psychotropic Substances, were created with the mission of taking on the
illegal drug market.
16
Even though these institutions and agreements have seen some success
in reducing the illegal drug trade in certain parts of the world, the results
have not been widespread or as substantial as is needed.17 The role of
agriculture in the illicit drug market needs to be more heavily considered in
these agreements. It is estimated that 14% of the world's agricultural
exports are illegal drugs, yet the current policies do not place enough
emphasis on the cultivation of the crops used in making the illicit drugs."
Change must begin with agricultural reform in the leading state producers
of illegal substances in order to prevent future production of the drugs.
Currently, the UNODC does attempt to rein in the illegal drug market by
trying to provide the poor residents of these countries some alternatives to
growing illicit crops.19 However, these methods are still only considered an
"alternative development" method.2" Congressional research has estimated
that such alternatives are only available in 10-15% of the areas where illicit
cultivation takes place, and to only 5% of the farmers of illicit crops.2
International treaties and agreements that focus on addressing the
illicit drug market need to be restructured and expanded to focus on reform
at the agricultural level, and specifically incorporate human rights
conscious alternative development programs that target those responsible
for the cultivation of the illicit crops. International drug policy reform that
begins in the fields is necessary to produce a long-term, substantial impact
on the international illegal drug market because these methods are effective,
less expensive in the long-term, and are not dangerous to local populations
or the environment. The current international approach to reduce the
illegal drug trade is militarized, punitive, and prohibitionist by nature,
which has proven to be costly and ineffective at reducing the availability of
illegal drugs or curbing illegal drug violence.' International agreements
and treaties aimed at reducing and eliminating the international drug trade
should emphasize policies that target agricultural reform of illicit crop
16 ROSEN, supra note 4, at 11.
7WORLD DRUG REPORT2014,supra note 1, at ix.
"U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS &CRIME, WORLD DRUG REPORT 2005, at 127, U.N. Sales No.
E.05.XI.10 (2005).
"
9
Alternative Development: Our Work, U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS & CRIME,
http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/ahernative-development/our-workhtml (last visited Jan. 8,2016).
'o See id.
21 ROSEN, supra note 4, at 25.
2 Count the Costs: 50 Years of the War on Drugs, COUNTHECOSTS.ORG (2011),
http://www.countthecosts.org/sites/defauht/files/Human-rights-briefing.pdf
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cultivation and provide sustainable alternative development for the poor
farmers and rural communities responsible for growing these crops.
Part I of this note will discuss the history of the international efforts to
curb the illegal drug trade, as well as the current laws and policies in place
today. Part II will show that these international efforts are ineffective (by
presenting the current state of the most troubling drugs and illegal drug-
producing countries around the world) and suggest how these efforts can
be improved. Part III will argue that international agreements need to be
reformed and will state specific ways in which reform aimed at the
cultivation of illicit crops will effectively diminish the illegal drug trade.
The note will conclude that in order to make a substantial difference in the
illicit drug market, there needs to be reform on an international scale that
recognizes the importance of regulating the cultivation of illicit crops and
providing the farmers of these crops with viable alternatives.
I. INTERNATIONAL LAW TARGETING THE ILLEGAL DRUG TRADE
The most substantial international law aimed at attempting to
eliminate or substantially reduce the illegal drug market began with the
1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs.23 This is true even though the
"War on Drugs" is not largely recognized to have started until 1971 when
President Nixon famously declared drugs "public enemy number one."
24
The 1961 convention attempted to codify all previously existing
multilateral treaties concerning illegal drugs, established the International
Narcotics Control Board (INCB) that was responsible for implementing
the UN's drug conventions, and included the cultivation of illicit crops in
its area of enforcement.2' The goal of this treaty was to "limit the
possession, use, trade in, distribution, import, export, manufacture and
production of drugs exclusively to medical and scientific purposes and to
address drug trafficking through international cooperation to deter and
discourage drug traffickers."26 The treaty was supplemented by the 1971
Convention of Psychotropic Substances Treaty, which expanded the 1961
convention to include psychotropic substances.27 It was again expanded in
3 Single Convention on Narcotics Drugs, Mar. 25,1961,18 U.S.T. 1407, 520 U.N.T.S. 151
[hereinafter 1961 Convention].
24 Thirty Years ofAmerica's Drug War, FRONTLINE,
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/drugs/cron/ (last visited Jan. 8, 2016).
2 Single Convention on Narcotics Drugs, 1961, INT'L NARCOTICS CONTROL BD.,
https'//www.incb.org/incb/en/narcotic-dnigs/1961_Convention.html (last visited Jan. 8, 2016).
2
6
1d.27 Convention on Psychotropic Substances, 1971, U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS & CRIME,
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/convention_1971-en.pdf (last visited Jan. 8, 2016).
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1988 by the United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic
Drugs and Psychotropic Substances, which expanded the international
fight against illegal drugs to "precursors,"28 and added other ways of
combating drug trafficking specifically.29
The lawmaking function of the United Nations, in regard to taking
action against illegal drug trade, is governed by the United Nations
Commission on Narcotic Drugs, whose job is to analyze global drug trends
and subsequently develop and recommend strategies to combat these
trends.' One of the most prominent entities in the fight against illegal
drugs is the UNODC, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime,
which was created in 1997.31 The UNODC was established for the purpose
of helping UN member states implement domestic and international
polices, while also individually assisting each UN member state in its own
personal struggle with illegal drugs through research and field-based
projects.32
These treaties and international entities have long been criticized as
ineffective.33 In 1998, the General Assembly of the U.N. commenced a
special session that focused solely on the international illicit drug market.-4
The General Assembly created the Political Declaration on Global Drug
Control with the intent to commit the U.N. to eliminating, or significantly
reducing, the illegal drug market by 2008."s However, in 2008, the
committee admitted defeat and extended its deadline for another ten years
in order to accomplish this goal.36 Currently, there is a U.N. General
Assembly Special Session (UNGASS) focused on the illegal drug market
set for 2016.37 During this session, U.N. leaders from each member state
2
' List of Precursors and Chemicals Frequently Used in the Illicit Manufacture ofNarcotics Drugs and
Psychotropic Substances Under International Control, INT'L NARCOTICS CONTROL BD. (Jan. 2012),
http://www.csp-state.net/wp-content/uploads/2013/l1/RedList2Ol2 E-13thEd-r.pdf. (defining
precursors as "substances frequently used in the illicit manufacture of narcotic drugs and psychotropic
substances.").
2 Legal Frameworkfor Drug Trafficking, U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS & CRIME,
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/legal-frameworkhtm (last visited Jan. 8,2016).
so ROSEN, supra note 4, at 11.
31 id.
32
About UNODC, supra note 15.
33 
See generally Martin Jelsma, The Development of International Drug Controk Lessons Learned
and Strategic Challengesfor the Future 1, 8-9 (Global Comm'n on Drug Policies, Working Paper, Jan.
24-25, 2014), available at http://www.globalcommissionondrugs.org/wp-
content/themes/gcdpyvl/pdf/GlobalComMartinJelsma.pdf.
3 4 G.A. Res. 51/64, U.N. Doc. A/RES/S-20/2 (Oct. 21,1998), available at
https://www.unodc.org/docunents/commissions/CND/Politlcal-Declaration/PoliticalDedaration_
1998/1998-Political-DeclarationA-RES-S-202.pdf.
3 id.
3 ROSEN, supra note 4, at 9.
3 7
About the UNGASS, U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS & CRIME,
http://www.unodc.org/ungass2016/en/about.html (last visited Jan. 8,2016).
452 KY. J. EQUINE, AGRIC. & NAT. RESOURCES L. [VOL.8 NO.2
will evaluate the effectiveness of current international laws aimed at
reducing the market for illicit drugs.38 This date is quickly approaching, so
it seems highly unlikely that this goal of eliminating or substantially
reducing the illegal drug market will be achieved before this session because
so much reform is needed to alter current international law on the matter.
For the most part, international law aimed at eliminating the illegal
drug trade is punitive and prohibitionist at its core. Even the foundational
language found in the 1961, 1971, and 1988 treaties mentioned above has
framed the issue of illegal drugs as a grave concern for the security of the
world, as well as the well-being and safety of each person.9 The treaties
express a solution to this great evil that is mostly militarized.' For example,
each treaty calls for the criminalization of drug use, manufacturing of drugs,
and cultivation of illicit crops, etc.." Surprisingly, these treaties do not
mention the importance of assuring human rights when enforcing these
agreements, although it is a pillar of the UN charter.
4 2
Instead, international law-specifically these treaties-focuses on
punishment as the main tool for curbing the illicit drug trade, whether
through warnings, fines, land seizure, or prison.43 Some studies even go so
far as to say that these punitive international standards lead to regional
human rights violations, such as: due process violations of the right to a fair
trial, over-incarceration, arbitrary detention, and the more heinous
allegations of cruel and inhumane punishment like the imposition of the
death-penalty for drug offenses.44 These punitive measures run counter to
basic human rights like access to healthcare, as punishment is favored over
treatment under the law.4 Additionally, the right to an adequate standard
of living is affected by militarized methods like crop eradication and land
seizure.' The rights of children are also harmed through punitive measures
that are not effective at curbing drug violence, and instead result in the
destruction of their homes and the imprisonment of their parents.47
Certain countries across the globe are currently attempting to distance
themselves from prohibitionist international drug reform policies by taking
matters into their own hands. In 2011, Bolivia withdrew from the UN
3S id.
3" Count the Costs, supra note 22, at 1.
40 See id.
41 Id. at 3.
42 See id.; U.N. Charter art. 1, para. 3, available at http://www.un.org/en/sections/un-
charter/chapter-i/index.html (last visitedJan. 8, 2016).
4' Count the Costs, supra note 22, at 3.
4Id. at 4-7.41 Id. at 9.
MId. at 10-11.
47 id.
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Single Convention on Narcotic drugs, which marked the first open
objection by a UN member state to the international drug control system.48
Bolivia only rejoined the convention in January of 2013 after a reservation
to the treaty was allowed for an exception to the criminalization of the use
of the coca leaf.49 Additionally, Colombia is beginning to take further steps
to distance itself rom the international militarized prohibitionist approach
in exchange for more "evidence-based alternatives" that focus on human
rights and public health."0 The current U.S. funded program in Colombia
dedicates every 2 of $3 to public security forces and not in any type of
livelihood support for the local people, which unsurprisingly has not
reduced levels of drug violence or the illegal drug supply of the country."
However, in this recent accord between the Colombian government and
the FARC, they agreed to focus more on crop substitution and alternative
development in lieu of old approaches, like aerial spraying.
5 2
II. THE FAILURE OF THE "WAR ON DRUGS"
It is no longer as controversial as it once was to declare that the "War
on Drugs" has failed, as there is abundant evidence to support that the
current international policies put in place to eradicate the illegal drug trade
are ineffective and counter-productive. 3 Violence surrounding drug
production and trafficking has only increased and the supply of illicit drugs
has not been curbed, while mass incarceration for drug offenders in the U.S.
is reaching unprecedented numbers. Current international policies are
based on a foundation of punitive and prohibitionist laws that have been
uniformly carried out across the globe without any variation allowed for the
unique circumstances of each country.
55
The World Drug Report of 2014, an annual overview of the global
drug crisis published by the UNODC, paints a bleak picture of the current
fight against illegal drugs that is filled with alarming statistics that point to
the failure of current global policies.56 The report finds minimal success
41 Let Me Chew My Coca Leaves, TNI UNITED NATIONS CONTROL BD. (Mar. 15,2009),
http://www.undrugcontrol.info/en/weblog/item/2057-let-me-chew-my-coca-leaves.
41 RL34543 at 10.
"o Washington Office on Latin America, Let Colombia Endits Civil War, FPIF (June 3,2014),
http://fpif.org/will-washington-let-colombia-end-civil-war/.
51 Id.
52 id.
53 
Countingtbe Costs of Over Half a Century of the 'War on Drugs, GLOBAL COMM'N ON DRUG POLICY
(Sept. 2014), http://www.gcdpsummary2014.com/#pathways.
4 Id.
s' Count he Costs, supra note 22, at 1.
56WORLD DRUG REPORT 2014, supra note 1, at iii.
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that is largely overshadowed by certain undeniable "serious setbacks"
including "the surge in opium cultivation and production in Afghanistan,
the violence associated with the illicit drug trade, and the growing
instability of regions, including West and East Africa, that are already
vulnerable to trafficking and to rising levels of local production and use of
illicit drugs."57 Additionally, the report states that despite international
efforts, drug dependency among regular users has remained stable between
sixteen million and thirty-nine million users, while only one in six of these
users had access to or received any treatment for drug dependency."
The cultivation of opiates and opioids, the drugs most responsible for
drug-related disease and death, is steadily increasing. Afghanistan is
currently the largest producer of opiates and opioids, and production has
spread to other places, such as Myanmar, while continuing to reach new
markets. " The agricultural areas used worldwide for opium poppy
cultivation in 2013 reached unprecedented levels at 296,720 hectares; a
36% increase in the Afghani cultivation of the crop alone.6 While the
report claims that the availability of cocaine has fallen worldwide, these
results are partly marred by the fact that cocaine trafficking has increased;
and as the report concedes it is likely that there have been recent rebounds
in cocaine availability.61 The global production and cultivation of cannabis
remains "widespread" as cannabis use has been steadily increasing since
2009, but the report admits that the global cannabis market is in a state of
flux due to the legalization of cannabis in certain parts of the world.62
One of the most alarming consequences of international drug trade is
the violence that accompanies its production, cultivation, trafficking, and
consumption.63 The report states that "[c]rime recorded by the authorities
in relation to personal use and trafficking of drugs . . . has shown an
increase over the period 2003-2012, in contrast to the general declining
trend in property-related and violent crime."' An additional consequence
of the illegal drug trade and use is death and disease, and "in 2010, drug
dependence on illicit drugs was responsible for 3.6 million years of life lost
through premature death and 16.4 million years of life lived with disability
globally."65 These alarming statistics are the most recent global figures
57 id.
"' Id. at ix.
'9 Id. at x.
60 Id. at 21.
6 1 
Id. at xi.
62 Id. atxi, 1.
6Id. at xii.
4 id.
65 Id. at 12.
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regarding the worldwide illegal drug pandemic, and the severity of these
statistics prove that current international policies on the matter are lacking.
International law must be reformed with these statistics in mind by
focusing on the role that the rural farmer and the circumstances of these
regions play in the illegal drug network.
III. DRUG REFORM MUST START IN THE FIELDS
International law aimed at eliminating, or substantially reducing, the
illegal drug market must be transformed by placing a larger emphasis on
agricultural reform of illicit crop cultivation. This can be done through
human rights based alternative development programs in lieu of the
current militarized and prohibitionist policies that have failed to resolve
this global issue. The UN must implement more alternative development
programs worldwide while revamping current alternative development
programs. First, each program must begin with in-depth research on the
local people and region in order to understand the multidimensional
factors that lead rural farmers in each community to turn to illicit crop
cultivation, and then should apply the findings of this research to each
regionally specific program. Second, international illegal drug policy must
move away from total crop eradication methods, specifically aerial spraying,
and instead focus on human rights conscious policies that provide
alternatives for income generation. Third, alternative development
programs must have the support of local government and law officials,
while also having the additional support of the community and local
peoples. Fourth, there must be infrastructural improvements in the regions
in which these programs are to take place in order to assure success and
stability. Finally, alternative development programs will only be successful
worldwide from efforts that begin with each nation's acknowledgment of
the responsibilities that each country, who is a consumer and/or producer
of illegal drugs, plays in the international illicit drug market.
"Alternative Development" first surfaced as one way to combat the
illicit drug trade in the 1980s, after the 1970s approach of largely focusing
on crop substitution failed.' Alternative development programs aimed to
provide a sustainable alternative lifestyle to rural farmers by providing
farmers with alternative crops to grow, while also providing support in
other areas of life, such as, support by law enforcement, socio-economic
" David Mansfield, Alternative Development: The Modern Thrust of Supply Side Policy, U.N.
OFFICE ON DRUGS &CRIME 3 (1999),
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/Alternative%2ODevelopment/ADBulletinNarcotics.pdf.
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reforms in education and healthcare, and better access to markets.67 The
UN officially adopted alternative development as a legal mandate during
their General Assembly Special Session on the World Drug Problem in
1998.68 Even today, the United Nations still touts alternative development
as one of the main ways in which they address illicit drug cultivation.69
Critics of alternative development programs argue that such programs,
along with the remaining current international policies in place, are
ineffective." Indeed, the facts of the 2014 World Drug Report seem to
agree that no current international policy is working, as opium cultivation
reached an all-time high last year, cannabis cultivation remains rampant
across the globe, and even the decrease in the availability of cocaine in
South America cannot wholeheartedly be deemed a success.7" One
criticism of alternative programs is that they often rely on crop eradication
as a required condition to receive support, even when studies have shown
that crop eradication is not an effective way of curbing drug cultivation in
the long run.7' Another criticism is that alternative development programs
have failed because they have been put into place without first
understanding the complex reasoning for which rural farmers turn to illicit
crop production, as each program has been implemented too uniformly
without alterations for conditions unique to each country.73 Lastly, some
argue that there is not global accountability for the worldwide drug
problem, meaning that there is not a substantial global initiative to support
these programs and assure success, and thus a half-hearted attempt is made
to implement these programs. 4
While these criticisms are true, international drug policy is severely
inadequate and there is an astounding lack of global initiative with regard
to taking responsibility for this problem. This does not mean that
alternative development programs cannot, and will not, be successful in the
future. This note acknowledges the shortcomings of past alternative
development programs and suggests how to revamp future programs in
order to be as effective and substantial as possible. The illegal drug market
67 id.
UNODC LegalMandatesforAfternative D velopment, U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS & CRIME,
http://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/alternative-development/mandates.html (last visited Jan. 8, 2016).69 
Alternative Development: Our Work, supra note 19.
' Priya Mannava et al., The Interrelationships Between Illicit Drugs and Socioeconomic
Development, THE NOSSAL INST. FOR GLOBAL HEALTH (Dec. 1, 2010),
https://www.ids.ac.uk/files/dmfile/ExecutiveSummaryDependentonDevelopment.pdf.
71 WORLD DRUG REPORT 2014, supra note 1, at xi, 21.
7
2id.
7' 
Mansfield, supra note 66, at 1.
74 
U.N. OFFICE ON DRUGS &CRIME, WORLD DRUG REPORT2015, at 5, U.N. Sales No.
E.15.XI.6 (2015).
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is a multi-faceted and complex issue that requires numerous alternatives for
resolution, such as: a stronger emphasis on demand policies to counter the
abundant supply-based methods currently in action, stricter control over
drug precursors, and the de-stereotyping of drug users as criminals, which
would involve a health-based overhaul on addiction and the global
availability of pain medications.
As the international illegal drug market is a multidimensional issue,
there is no one solution that will work as a fix-all. However, the reforms
discussed within will go far in reducing the availability of illegal drugs.
Regardless of the criticisms, it is incomprehensible to imagine drug reform
policy that does not directly address the significant role that agriculture
plays in global illegal drug trade. International law must begin where the
illegal substances begin, in the fields of rural countries being grown by poor
farmers.
International illicit drug policy reform must begin with the UN
implementing more rigorous alternative development initiatives worldwide.
Currently, the UNODC has alternative development programs in place in
only six countries around the globe: Afghanistan, Bolivia, Colombia, Lao
People's Democratic Republic, Myanmar, and Peru.7" Studies cite that this
equates to alternative development programs only covering 10-15% of the
areas used to cultivate illegal drugs, and, worse still, only 5% of the farmers
responsible for growing illicit crops have received any financial assistance
from these programs." These numbers are unacceptable. If the alternative
development programs are to succeed, they need to be more thoroughly
implemented in the regions responsible for the cultivation of illicit crops.
Current alternative development programs must be reformatted to
assure substantial long-term success. First, alternative development
programs must be customized to each region. Such customization can
occur by thorough regional analysis into the distinctive conditions of each
country that force local people to turn to growing illicit crops.77 Current
programs are too uniform and are concentrated solely on high-economic
return, for which the indigenous populations involved have suffered.7"
Certain provisions of the international policy on drug reform, although
well intentioned, have had adverse results on the areas in which illicit drugs
are cultivated.79 Policies have been put in place without understanding the
reasoning behind why local people turn to growing illicit crops, or without
's Alternative Development: Our Work, supra note 19.76 ROSEN, supra note 4, at 29.
7 Count the Costs, supra note 22, at 6.
7 Mansfield, supra note 66, at 1.
'9 Id. at 2.
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having an adequate understanding of the unique environments and
cultures of each region.8" Therefore, policies instituted resulted in
unforeseen and negative consequences on the environment and people of
these countries, in addition to failing to achieve a reduction in the illegal
drug market8"
One negative consequence of current international anti-illegal drug
policy is the displacement and endangering of indigenous peoples.2 In
Colombia, many small indigenous tribes' continued existence is threatened
because of displacement from their homelands due to crop eradication and
the ongoing drug violence in the country.8 3 "Eradication efforts in
Colombia are directly and indirectly related to internal displacement, a
phenomenon that overwhelmingly affects children."" Parents are unable to
provide for their families so many move to remote locations that offer a
better chance of remaining undiscovered while growing illicit crops, and as
a result, the children are at a higher risk of experiencing drug violence,
inadequate access to healthcare, or abysmal educational opportunities.85 In
2004, it was estimated that 70-85% of Colombia's misplaced children had
no access to education.8
6
In Afghanistan, an opium ban led to the displacement of many families
due to a food supply shortage caused by failed crop substitutions and poor
irrigation infrastructure. " This resulted in the migration of 1,500
families.8 Similar results occurred in Peru in the Upper Huallaga Valley
where complete eradication methods were implemented, but "the
uncoordinated approach of the law enforcement and development efforts
left households unable to meet their basic needs," which resulted in the
migration of the majority of the population elsewhere.' Absolute bans
have led to a "permanent shift of drug crop cultivation both in human and
geographic terms and the concomitant loss in biodiversity that this has
ensued, particularly in the national parks of Bolivia and Peru and the
'0 Id. at 6.
8' Id. at 2, 9.
82 Id. at 11.
' Rights of Colombian Indigenous Groups Under Threat, WASH. OFFICE ON LATIN AM. (Apr. 5,
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' Brandi James, Examining the Impact of llicit Crop Eradication on Education in Colombia, in
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POSSIBILITIES 48, 48 (Dana Burde ed., 2005), available at https://www.tc.columbia.edu/intemational-
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Northern Highlands of Thailand, Myanmar and Laos" as well as
elsewhere.
9
0
Past alternative development programs have failed because they did not
take into consideration certain aspects of the local region, such as the
culture of the local people, the factors upon which the local economy
depends, or the appropriate uses of the regional landscape and
environment. In Bolivia, in 1985, a new alternative development program
was initiated that seemed promising. The program did not include any
intense crop eradication policies and focused on providing alternative
livelihoods for locals.91 However, the program did not take into account the
already present agricultural practices of the region, and instead
implemented practices based on crop substitutions and, specifically, on
growing coffee.92 The leaders of the program did not fully research the area
and ended up installing the program largely in lands that had been used for
growing coffee previously, instead of the targeted lands used for illicit
crops.93 Therefore, the program ended up helping those who were already
better off than the rural farmers who relied on the illicit coca crop for their
income.94 Additionally, the program was not successful because it was in
direct competition with Brazil's coffee market, where the land is more
suitable for growing coffee and is cheaper to produce.
95
Future alternative development programs must start with intensive
background research into each region before implementing any program.
This research must be thorough and address all aspects of life in each area.
This includes understanding the psychology of why rural farmers turn to
growing illicit crops, the local traditions and cultures, as well as what
factors drive the local economy, and what the regional environment is
currently used for or could be suited for in the future. It makes no sense to
implement policies without understanding the environment in which the
policies are to be implemented, or without understanding the people with
whom you are trusting to run the program and make it a success. As each
country and each person is different, so must be the programs that we
implement to change a problem that is both local and global.
Second, new law must turn away from crop eradication as a pivotal
method for reducing the illegal drug supply and instead implement human
90 Id.
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rights conscious policies. Total crop eradication, especially aerial
fumigation, is dangerous and ineffective and should not play a major role in
future international agreements.9 6 Additionally, although crop eradication
methods have been used for many years now, little attention has been given
to its adverse effects.97
A UN convention in 1998 called for the eradication of all illicit crops
except those cultivated for scientific or medicinal purposes.9" Since the
implementation, by the UN and other governmental groups, of crop
eradication in the 1990s, many studies have shown that crop eradication is
ineffective at curbing illicit crop cultivation in the long run. 99 There is a
"range of obstacles" that prevent crop eradication from being a success,
such as "popular opinion and public demonstrations, corruption, and
sabotage" and because "[w]here eradication is implemented, farmers adopt
a range of adaptive responses to minimize the impact."1 °° For most of these
rural farmers, growing illicit crops is the only way they know how to make a
living. Therefore, when the plants are eradicated, the people just relocate
and grow the crop in a different area.1" 1
Since local people lack enough aid to bridge the gap in time between
the destruction of the illicit crops and the time it takes to grow and be
compensated for the cultivation of licit crops, rural people are often forced
to return to growing illicit crops."2 When crops are eradicated and the
farmers are left with no way to make a living, they move locations and grow
the crops elsewhere. This phenomenon is called "the balloon effect;" a
situation "where reductions of drug crop production in one area are often
matched with increases in nearby regions or countries.""3 The UN
reported that from 2003 to 2005 the crop coverage of coca plants remained
the same, even though the areas reported to have been sprayed were over 4
times the amount of area reportedly used for coca cultivation."° In
Colombia alone, the U.S. spent a total of $1.2 billion dollars in aid from
'James, supra note 84, at 48, 54.
17 Id. at 54.
98 Id.
'9 d.
'0o Id. at 49.
101 Id.
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103 Alternative Development: Providing ViableAlternatives to Illicit Drug Cultivation, EUROPEAN
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mentReportEURAD-2015.pdf.
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2000 to 2005 by spraying 713,301 hectares of coca and poppy plants, but
only ended up reducing the crop coverage by 23,550 hectares
05
Furthermore, aerial crop spraying is ineffective because the plants that
have been sprayed with pesticide can be pruned and made healthy again.
10 6
New international policies should favor manual eradication instead of
aerial crop fumigation. Manual eradication is more effective, as the crops
are taken out by the root and cannot recover."° Additionally, manual
eradication is more human rights friendly, as other crops are not affected
and neither is the health of the surrounding communities or
environment.
°8
Next, aerial spraying of illegal crops has adverse effects on local
populations by endangering their health, causing negative environmental
consequences, and destroying the livelihoods of local people through the
pesticides' destruction of licit crops." Crop eradication has led to many
human rights violations by suddenly stripping communities of their way of
generating income and leaving them with no viable way to bridge the gap
from growing illegal crops to growing legal crops.110 In Colombia, aerial
spraying continued as a part of a U.S. supported program."i The aerial
fumigations were responsible for the contamination of local water supplies
and the killing of large swaths of licit crops.'11 One article estimates that
aerial fumigations were carried out in places where 90% of the sprayed
farms grew only licit crops."3 Additionally, local people have reported
accounts of others becoming sick after the aerial sprayings, and even
reports of a few children dying as a result.1 4 The aforementioned
consequences of the aerial fumigations went largely uncompensated and
unnoticed."'
Additionally, receiving the support and aid necessary to implement
alternative development programs should not be conditioned upon full-
scale crop eradication, but rather should include a phasing out period in
order to help farmers transition from illicit to licit crops. Full-scale crop
eradication deprives people of a way to support themselves during the time
o'"Id. at 14.
10" Id. at 4
107 id.
I d.
1
08 id.
'09 Id. at 1.
1"o Rights of Colombian Indigenous Groups Under Threat, supra note 83.
111 Id.
112 See id.
13 AIDA, supra note 104, at 1.
114 Id.; see James, supra note 84, at 53.
"' James, supra note 84, at 53.
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it takes to switch from growing illicit crops to growing licit crops.'
1 6
Currently, Colombia has both voluntary and mandatory manual
eradication programs, and the voluntary program has statistically shown
more success."7 However, the Colombian plan still calls for support
conditioned upon, and only given based upon, total eradication, crop
substitution, and no replanting of illicit drugs."8
This conditioned support method is not effective because "cultivators
lack a successful bridge between when the cultivation of crops for the illicit
market ends and alternative livelihoods become sustainable.""9 The more
effective alternative is to offer a phasing out system combined with
subsidies to assure that the rural farmers are left with some form of income
generation and do not instead return to growing the illicit crops.12 ° Even
with this misstep, Colombia's actions seem to signal a transformation in
illegal drug reform policy that rightfully places a higher emphasis on
human rights centric alternative development programs.
Third, the program must have the support of the regional government
and also the support and investment of the local community. Of course, an
alternative development program cannot be successful without the
government and local law enforcement backing the goals of the program
through an already present foundation of law. This ensures local stability
within each area and helps to combat the ongoing drug violence that
plagues most of these areas. Alternative development programs must not
be cut off from the rest of the society either geographically or economically.
The importance of the role and involvement of the individual rural farmer
and the small rural community have been overlooked in the past.
In Thailand, a program to combat the illegal drug problem was
initiated in 1969 in distinct phases.12' Even though Thailand's program
today is considered a success, as it succeeded in the substantial reduction of
the cultivation of opium in the area, the program did not experience that
success until its third phase, which obtained the local communities
involvement.122 Some might say that the most important lesson taken from
the Thailand program was "precisely the importance of community buy-in
116 Id. at 49.
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18 Id.
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and community involvement in the design, implementation, and
monitoring and evaluation of development efforts. "' Involving the
community proved to be smart as it took advantage of their expertise in the
agriculture of the area, and the eventual acceptance by the community led
to their individual and personal investment in seeing the program
succeed1 .
Future alternative development programs must recognize the equality
of the small-rural farmers to law enforcement, local government leaders,
and international agency members responsible for implementing these
reforms, and in fact prioritize the local farmer's role. Right now, these
farmers are too often stereotyped as criminals that are growing these illicit
crops.2 Long-term success relies upon changing this stereotype and
instead recognizing this partnership. Any program implemented to combat
the illegal drug trade must be equipped with long-term strategies such as
these because continued international presence is expensive and impractical.
Therefore, these programs ultimately come down to the trust placed within
the local people to successfully carry out the programs in the future.
Fourth, there needs to be regional infrastructural changes made to the
areas that have the highest cultivation rates of illicit crops and that are in
the most need of the alternative development programs. The areas that
typically have large swaths of land dedicated to growing illicit crops are
isolated from the surrounding world geographically, economically, and
socially.126 In order for alternative development programs to be successful,
the areas in which the programs are implemented cannot be isolated from
the rest of society.
Some changes that may need to be executed include the building of
roads and providing other methods of transportation. Additionally,
sufficient access to irrigation systems must be available to assure the
cultivation of licit crops. To enhance the stability of the local community,
certain services that many of us take for granted, like healthcare and
education, must be provided in order to invest in the well-being and future
of the community, which in turn is an investment in the success of the
program. All of these changes will result in better access to markets, which
will also help to further the progress of the program and make it easier for
locals to continue the course and not return to the instability of growing
illicit crops.
23Id.
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Just recently, Afghanistan has started to recognize the importance of
implementing infrastructural changes in order to assure developmental
programming success.27 The effectiveness of Afghanistan's alternative
development program was severely questioned in 2013 when, despite all
measures taken to combat the availability of opium in the area, the levels of
opium poppy cultivation rose by 36%, an all-time record.12 Therefore, in
July of 2014, UN leaders called for changes in the form of an increased
focus on development.129 The Executive Director of the UNODC, Yury
Fedotov, echoed the need to support community job creation through
changes to infrastructure by stating, "[glood roads, reliable bridges, and
stable environments are as equally important to farmers as crops and
market place," and the goal "must be to give farmers additional choices, so
that they can move away from illicit drugs, and in so doing, live a life based
equally on fairness and prosperity."1" Although the UN and Afghanistan
have not currently implemented such tactics, even recognizing the
importance of these changes signals a needed shift in how to correctly
tackle the international illegal drug problem.13 1
Fifth, alternative development programs must not only have local
community and national governmental support, but also international
support. Currently, there are many international entities, both public and
private, that are dedicated to supporting alternative development programs
and other global initiatives in order to battle the growing illegal drug
problem. The UN and its committees and sub-committees, including the
previously mentioned UNODC, are major players in this right.
Additionally, the U.S. is a leading sponsor of programs such as "Plan
Colombia" and other anti-drug trafficking international programs.
132
However, the global support must be more constant and substantial if
any program is to have long-term success. The illegal drug market is multi-
faceted, complex, and, not to mention, expensive. Successfully and
permanently curbing the availability of illegal drugs requires action in every
part of the world on a local, national, and international level. This support
can only start when each country takes responsibility for its role in the
illegal drug trade. No longer can countries blame the daunting
1
27 
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UN NEWS CTR. (July 15,2014),
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international illegal drug market on the countries responsible for the
cultivation of the crops that are used to make these drugs, or on the
countries whose people are the largest market consumers of the drugs.
Alternative development programs rely on international aid for success.
Therefore, without the recognition that this issue is the problem of every
country, this support will never be sincere enough to see through, and to
assure, the long-term success of these programs.
CONCLUSION
The current global approach to tackling the illicit international drug
market has proven ineffective and must be reformed if any substantial
reduction in the illegal drug trade is to be seen and sustained. One pivotal
area of reform must begin with an emphasis on the role of agriculture in the
illegal drug market through human rights centric alternative development
programs in lieu of militarized and prohibitionist policies. Poor, rural
communities must be given stable and sustainable alternatives to growing
illicit crops. Otherwise, these rural farmers will always return to growing
the crops needed to make illegal drugs, which then leads to violence and the
destabilization of countries, as well as a continued supply of drugs to feed
the growing international demand.133 In order to be successful, this will
require a strong and unwavering global commitment to achieving these
alternatives that must be taken on, not just by the producing countries, but
also by consumer countries around the world.
As the 2016 UNGASS, focused on the current state of the
international illegal drug market, is quickly approaching,"4 it is unlikely the
world will reach its goal of a substantial reduction or elimination of the
illegal drug trade in time. However, recent initiatives of individual
countries in the world, such as the legalization of marijuana,13 the increase
in the prevalence of addressing mental health concerns associated with
drug use instead of criminalization136, and many countries recognizing and
implementing more alternative development programs, 137 show that
progress is being made in moving towards a more effective and humane
ways of tackling this global problem.
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